1. Introduction {#sec1}
===============

Sri Lanka, officially the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, is an island country in South Asia located in the Indian Ocean southwest of the Bay of Bengal and southeast of the Arabian Sea. It is separated from the Indian subcontinent by the Gulf of Mannar and the Palk Strait ([@bib42]). Sri Lanka has an extensive history in irrigated agriculture, and even now 31.8% of the population engages in agricultural activities. Agriculture and allied sectors such as forestry and fishing accounted for 18% of the GDP (gross domestic product) in as recently as 2014, as well as for approximately 26.4% of workforce or employment activity ([@bib17]; [@bib42]).

Like most countries in the 'global south' Sri Lanka has been the recipient of 'development aid' from a variety of international institutions such as the World Bank, the International Bank of Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the United Nations (UN). [@bib13], for instance, has demonstrated how multinational institutions such as these have attempted to influence countries of the global south (via transnational policy networks) with the 'development' narrative first articulated in the 'Four Points Speech' by then U.S. President Harry Trumann in 1949. Further, [@bib13], [@bib37] and [@bib40] have demonstrated that the global 'development industry' (led by the World Bank) has focused extensively on helping 'improve' the natural resources management and agriculture in countries of the global south by providing 'western' knowledge, expertise and money.

Since obtaining its independence from colonial rulers, Sri Lanka too has often sought to benefit from the wisdom of the 'western' model of development; with successive governments attempting to reform the country\'s agricultural sector according to the 'rules of development' constructed in the west ([@bib16]; [@bib38]). To this end, numerous irrigation-based agriculture extension programs have been incepted in Sri Lanka through the latter half of the 20^th^ century, the most significant of these being the Mahaweli Development Project (MDP) first planned in the mid-1960s. This project is known as the largest national development project ever to be undertaken in Sri Lanka. In dimensions alone, the MDP is one of the largest agricultural extension programs in the world as well, being responsible for the irrigation development of roughly 365,000 hectares in Sri Lanka ([@bib7]).

Despite promises of success and overly optimistic prognostications regarding the future performance and potential of the MDP, the project has increasingly come under criticism in the new millennium for its failure to achieve intended irrigation targets and for its overall underperformance (e.g., [@bib8]; [@bib35]; [@bib39]; [@bib41]). Further, several studies have demonstrated that farming in the MDP has encountered may unexpected challenges, including a rise of encroachers, farmers\' protests, and conflicts between farmers and project officers in the field who are responsible for the management and operation of project infrastructure ([@bib34]; [@bib30]; [@bib32]). However, what is most interesting from the perspective of the present study is not such failures themselves but rather the value-oriented narrative that has been put forward by successive governments to explain these failures. Failures of crop cultivation, according to the narrative put forward by the Sri Lankan government and supporting development agencies, can be attributed to at least three central reasons, namely, a lack of motivation and requisite skill sets among farmers, a lack of organization among farmers, and the presence of recent droughts in the Sri Lankan climate that resulted in water scarcity. Having argued for these problems as such, the government has put forward the following solutions to these problems: (1) the lack of motivation and knowledge among farmers can be remedied through the provision of incentives and technical knowledge, (2) the lack of organization among farmers can be remedied through the creation of farmer organizations, and (3) the drought-related water scarcity can be remedied through the regular rationing of available water resources.

The object of the present work is not to evaluate the solutions put forward to solve the problems of the MDP. Rather, as a starting point, this work explores the possibility that explanations provided by the government to account for the MDP\'s problems may simply be one narrative among many, the tenets of which should be carefully evaluated. In this spirit, the present work does not necessarily suggest that the entire narrative put forward by the government is a fictitious construct that has been artificially fabricated. Rather, I argue that the government\'s value-oriented narrative has been used to 'render technical' the MDP\'s negative experience, i.e., to reduce the overall problem of underperformance to several sub issues for which cogent solutions are presented. Rendering technical, a concept proposed by [@bib27] and inspired by [@bib10], is employed actively by governments and development agencies to make problems of a development project visible and intelligible. However, the process of rendering technical also makes parts of a problem invisible, especially in regard to questions that are more political in nature ([@bib9]; [@bib14]). Thus, this work argues that the government of Sri Lanka has constructed problems of the MDP in ways that cause them to appear technical and solvable with technical solutions. Further, it will be demonstrated that to frame the MDP\'s problems as purely technical (and therefore manageable), the government has selectively screened in certain aspects of the actual problem while screening out other considerations of a more political-economic nature that do not sit comfortably with the technical narrative. This work argues that the underperformance of the MDP has deeper roots (based more on questions related to political-economy rather than to technical mistakes) not addressed by the government. In essence, causes of the MDP\'s problems that the government has identified may not be *real* causes. Nonetheless, technical explanations have preferred by the government (potentially at the expense of 'real' ones), due to their manageability.

2. Theory {#sec2}
=========

The theoretical framework used for this analysis is based on the concept of the 'rendering technical' of development by [@bib27], which is a concept from which she combines the insights of Foucault and Gramsci to study development projects as outcomes of both diffuse power relations and broader political-ideological struggles. The concept was first inspired by [@bib10] landmark study of the Thaba-Tseka Development Project (an agricultural transformation scheme that took place between 1975 and 1984 in Lesotho). Drawing on Foucault\'s concept of governmentality, both Li and Ferguson argue that experts often seek to characterize the process of development into a technical or apolitical framework by simplifying complex political-economic relations into intelligible fields for intervention ([@bib27], p. 7). The concept of governmentality, as utilized by Foucault and various subsequent authors, refers to the techniques and strategies by which a society is rendered governable ([@bib12]; [@bib25]). One strategy in particular that is used by the state to render a society as governable is to identify a potential 'problem' and a corresponding 'solution' -- and using this stated formula to orient or 'discipline' the population. In reality, what is important is neither the gravity of the 'problem' nor the efficacy of the 'solution', but the way in which governments uses this problem-solution formula to regulate the public to behave in a specific way ([@bib10]). This understanding of governmentality is also increasingly applicable to projects carried out in the development industry -- as these projects has progressively come to demonstrate state-like qualities ([@bib4]). In this respect, issues such as those of poverty and inequality become framed as technical problems of growth and participation, i.e., problems that can be resolved by the same experts who hold the desired technical solutions and who can thus select the 'correct' material inputs.

What is meant here by technical solutions? According to Ferguson, these solutions involve reducing complex social and political situations to a matter of bureaucratic, technological and organizational intervention. In particular, Ferguson sees in the '... hegemonic problematic of "development" ... the principal means through which the question of poverty is de-politicized today ...' ([@bib10], p. 256). However, even though development is rendered technical or anti-political, its practice remains inherently normative in the sense that it is considered to 'improvement' a social and physical landscape that has been found lacking by experts (whose power is rarely dissected and examined) in charge of identifying a 'problem' and of devising desired 'solutions.' Development projects thus remain political in the sense that their interventions embolden the power of elite and expert actors over the development process by strategically employing particular forms of expert knowledge and policy narratives to exclude other social forces and to secure hegemony.

Building on Ferguson, Li argues that two key practices are involved in devising improvement or development projects. The first is the practice of problematization or identification and the bounding of deficiencies to be rectified by the expert. This identification of a problem is intimately linked to the availability of a solution ([@bib3]; [@bib27]; [@bib43], p. 39). The second aspect of devising development interventions involves the practice of 'rendering technical.\' Adapting a phrase from [@bib36], Li describes 'rendering technical' as:"\... a shorthand for what is actually a whole set of practices concerned with representing the domain to be governed as an intelligible field with specifiable limits and particular characteristics ... defining boundaries, rendering that within them visible, assembling information about that which is included and devising techniques to mobilize the forces and entities thus revealed.\[[@bib36], p. 33 as cited in [@bib27], p. 7\]"

In summary, both Li and Ferguson highlight the fact that development agencies and governments often attempt to frame a potential problem as technical to make it appear both intelligible and fixable. In the present work I show that the process of rendering technical also necessarily involves a set of screening mechanisms through which certain aspects of problems are selectively edited into the technical narrative while others are edited out. In the ensuing sections of this work, I examine three key causal factors presented in the 'official' narrative explaining why the MDP has encountered problems and evaluate these against alternative narratives found in the research field. As such, I discuss what is rendered visible and rectifiable within the official narrative and what is selectively excluded with reference to each of the three claims, namely, a lack of motivation and knowledge among farmers, a lack of organization among farmers, and water scarcity.

3. Materials & methods {#sec3}
======================

The present study examines the three main reasons put forward by the government of Sri Lanka and by associated development agencies for the failure and underperformance of the MDP, which are then evaluated against alternative narratives used in the field. As such, the present work first investigates various policy documents in which each of these three issues ('a lack of motivation and knowledge among farmers', 'a lack of organization among farmers' and 'water scarcity') is cited as essentially technical, leading to the underperformance of the MDP. These policy documents include, among others: (1) the MDP Master Plan, (2) excerpts of feasibility studies and cost-benefit analyses, (3) development related working papers of the government, (4) evaluation reports on cultivation practices, and (5) evaluative reports of farmer organizations and conventions. Many of these documents not only cite problems related to the underperformance of the MDP but also examine potential (technical) solutions.

Second, I use a variety of qualitative research methods to examine MDP agricultural systems firsthand and to reconstruct any alternative 'narratives' observed in the field that serve as alternative explanations to the underperformance of the MDP. The MDP involves 12 systems within which paddy farming is carried out (designated alphabetically from system A to system L: see [Fig. 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Field interviews and focus group discussions were carried out mostly in system L of the MDP as indicated in [Fig. 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}. A relatively short amount of time was also dedicated to system H of the MDP to validate findings obtained from system C. Such a safeguard was considered necessary to ensure that findings (or 'counter narratives') generated from system C were not dependent on sociopolitical contexts and dynamics of that particular system. Qualitative research methods can sometimes be limited in that phenomena analyzed may not always be distinct from those of a given sociopolitical context ([@bib20]; [@bib26]). Thus, I also examined system H in an attempt to triangulate the primary findings generated from system C and to ensure that they could be extrapolated.Fig. 1Irrigation systems developed under the MDP: A--L (reproduced with necessary permissions obtained from the Planning and Monitoring Unit of the Mahaweli Development Project).Fig. 1

Data collection involved carrying out semi structured and unstructured interviews with farmers (N = 30 for system C, and N = 15 for system H). These interviews were supplemented with focus group discussions carried out with the farmers (N = 3 for system C, and N = 1 for system H), key informant interviews with irrigation engineers (both current and former) and other relevant officers of the MDP (N = 12), and observations (which were recorded in a field diary). The ethics approval for fieldwork was obtained via an application to the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC). In line with accepted ethics procedures, informed consent was obtained from all respondents, prior to being interviewed. I also made use of several documentary sources of data, including statutes and legislation pertaining to (a) the creation of farmer organizations, (b) land and water use and (c) land development in areas governed by the MDP; statistics concerning water use and allocation for each system of the MDP; and other documents regarding land use, development and cultivation patterns observed within the MDP specifically and across Sri Lanka generally.

4. Results {#sec4}
==========

In this section I consider each of the three explanations provided in the 'official' narrative of the Sri Lankan government to account for problems associated with the MDP. After constructing and evaluating the official narrative appearing in formal policy documents and in interviews with key officers of the MDP I explore alternative narratives and explanations encountered through my own observations and through my interviews with farmers.

4.1. Example 1 {#sec4.1}
--------------

A lack of motivation and knowledge among farmers is one of the earliest reasons put forward by the government to account for low levels of cultivational output from the MDP. This reason appears in as early as 1984 in the *Final Evaluation Report on the Impact of Cultivation Practices* produced by the *Planning and Monitoring Unit* of the MDP. *Participatory Technology Development Working Paper 6: Towards Sustainable Development* produced by the MDP in 2002 again reinforces this perspective as follows:"... Yet, the situation that was encountered in entering System C in 1991 was far from one of success. Farmers were dissatisfied and debt-ridden. Home gardens lay bare and unproductive. Rice yields were decreasing after the initial years of cultivation and did not respond to increased fertilizer application. With increased costs of inputs and dropping yields, rice farming was not bringing an adequate income. *Lacking the skills, knowledge and motivation to overcome agriculture-related problems*, the farmers had not made the anticipated progress ...\[Participatory Technology Development Working Paper 6, 2002: 4\]"

The same narrative was described in many interviews held with senior program officers of the MDP, who not only identified a lack of motivation and knowledge among farmers as a principal reason for reduced agricultural outputs but who also went on to offer potential solutions to the problem. In the words of one officer:"... The farmers of the Mahaweli system are not motivated, and this is a major problem. In my day, I saw a lot of ... what can be called a dependent mentality among farmers, where they studiously waited for direction. Another problem is that the second and third generations of farmers, that is, the sons and daughters of the original farmers appear to be even less engaged with farming. Another problem is the lack of knowledge, of course. The Mahaweli authorities take a lot effort to remedy this, we even sent selected farmers in each system to an agrarian training program conducted in Thailand ...\[Field notes, 2018\]"

The above excerpt serves as a clear example of a problem being rendered technical or being identified and readily linked to a pre-existing solution. The dissemination of knowledge from foreign experts (which involves international travel) is recommended frequently by many development aid agencies and particularly by the World Bank ([@bib10]). On the other hand, my field visits to Systems C (the system mentioned in the Participatory Technology Development Working Paper) and H of the MDP suggest an alternative narrative. According to field data, lacking motivation among farmers appears to be an effect which is symptomatic of an underlying cause, rather than a being a cause in itself. I argue that the so-called 'lack of motivation among farmers' stem -- in actual fact -- from deep seated political-economic factors (i.e. factors relating to acts of production and reproduction as they operate within a field of social relations). For instance, it has previously been established (see [@bib15]; [@bib45]) that the MDP was implemented in large part to convert the practice of subsistence farming in Sri Lanka to a more commercially viable export-oriented mode of farming -- a change that can arguably be considered as altering political-economic foundations of Sri Lanka\'s agriculture. In line with this change, the MDP was tasked with providing water to a large number of farms through an intricate system of canals constructed according to hydraulic principles (see [Fig. 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}).Fig. 2A cross section of the dam, tank and canal network for the surface irrigation system of the Mahaweli Development Project (reproduced with necessary permissions obtained from the Planning and Monitoring Unit of the Mahaweli Development Project).Fig. 2

Prior to the implementation of the MDP, the irrigation-based farming practices were largely subsistence-oriented. Each village had its own water-tank which was used to satiate cultivation (and non-cultivation needs) and there was little coordination among villages regarding water management or cultivational decisions ([@bib31]). The MDP, on the other hand, operated according to a completely different paradigm, in that agriculture was established as a state-level macro concern. As such, the state came to control the cultivational process, as vital decisions regarding cultivation, land ownership, water management and allocation were all centrally implemented and were merely communicated to the farmers. This seismic shift in terms can be best exemplified in relation to the political-economic framework developed by Henry [@bib5] centered around four questions: Who owns what? Who does what? Who gets what? What do they do with it?

Applying this analytical approach to compare the irrigation practices between pre-MDP and post-MDP scenarios, I argue that Bernstein\'s first question (Who owns what?) is of immediate relevance in outlining the political-economic shifts that underly the MDP. To provide an example, while the pre-MDP farming practices in Sri Lanka provided farmers with unrestricted rights to their lands ([@bib32]), the MDP, severely controlled land-use (with tight restrictions being placed on succession, selling, and sub-letting). To provide a second example, both the allocation of water and the determining which crops should be cultivated (based on the water intensity of a particular crop) came to be decided vis-à-vis a central committee that preside over MDP\'s irrigation systems, and such decisions were made based on national-level requirements. Often, the committee decides which crop should be cultivated based on conditions of both local and international markets ([@bib2]; [@bib33]; [@bib44]). These changes all signal that the cultivational practices endorsed by the MDP are tinted by impersonal capitalist overtones; quite unlike the subsistence-based irrigation model that Sri Lankan farmers may originally have been used to.

Consequently, farmers who were accustomed to experiencing ownership and control over the management of their land, water and cultivation practices are now de-motivated by the lack of agency brought about through the MDP. This position is echoed by the farmers of systems C and H:"... We really have no choice in what to cultivate or when. I myself and some of my neighbors came to these Mahaweli farms almost twenty years ago. Before that we used to farm in wetland schemes on the west, and I come from several generations of farmers. When I came to the Mahaweli farms, the situation was completely different. Farming for us now, here, is a completely different experience; it\'s more like going to a day job. All our daily tasks are streamlined, and we have almost nothing to do except passively wait for the water to come, and it\'s not like these farms are enough for us to survive either. As if that was not enough, the officers keep telling us both what to do and how to do it. Sometimes what they say in their own complicated ways is absurdly simple, something we farmers instinctively know how to do. But we simply cannot argue back, and we are asked to unlearn a lot of things that we already know ...\[Field notes, 2018\]"

This quote is illuminating in a number of ways. First, it renders visible how farmers are demotivated by the perceived lack of control over their farms, the political-economic roots of which were previously observed. Excessive control of farming wrests controls away from the farmers (who were previously used to different political-economic conditions of production and reproduction) and renders them unconcerned about the fate of their own farms. Second, the quote also reveals tensions between MDP officers and farmers regarding proposed cultivation practices. Thus, while the official narrative posits that farmers 'lack the necessary knowledge' of 'proper' farming practices, a fairer assessment of the situation would acknowledge that farmers only lack knowledge *deemed acceptable* to MDP officers. In short, farmers and MDP officers have different systems of knowledge (e.g. the farmers resettled from the wet-zone with different ecological structures would have had different methodologies and approaches to farming) that come into conflict over the determination of 'proper' farming practices. It is interesting to note that the conflict of knowledge represented here is in reality a *political conflict* through which one knowledge system prevails over the another and not a purely technical one as stated in the 'official' narrative.

The MDP\'s attempt to obtain ownership and control of the lands from the farmers not only demotivates the present generation of farmers from cultivating but is also likely to detract second and third-generations of farmers from even envisioning a future in farming. It appears that the MDP limits the minimal subdivision of land parcels among second and third generations of farmers to avoid land fragmentation. A long history of agriculture-based technical literature suggests that excessively fragmenting land parcels can limit overall agricultural output and land productivity (see [@bib19]; [@bib21]; [@bib22]; [@bib24]; [@bib30]). Thus, from a viewpoint that places the national-level interests of the MDP ahead of the individual farmers, it does not benefit to allow the lands to be excessively subdivided among members of farming families. On the other hand, this prohibition of farm subdivision presents a real problem to farming families with more than one child. In the words of one farmer:"... The rule against minimal subdivision is very harsh. The farm is my property, and it\'s all I have. I have four children, and I am not allowed to legally give up the farm to more than two of them! What are my other two children going to do? Farming is what all of us do, and it\'s in my blood and my children\'s blood. Besides, how am I to choose between them? How should I decide who among my children gets the farm? ...\[Field notes, 2018\]"

This quote illustrates the host of problems encountered by farmers in terms of inheritance and succession. It is thus understandable why second and third generation settlers look to opportunities other than farming or refrain from farming altogether.

4.2. Example 2 {#sec4.2}
--------------

A second reason for problems encountered by the MDP put forward by the official narrative refers to a lack of organization among farmers. The following excerpt appearing in the *Final Evaluation Report on the Impact of Farmer Conventions Held in the Anuradhapura and Matale Districts* published by the Agrarian Research Training Institute (ARTI) in 1999 serves as a typical example:"... There is a need to create and strengthen farmer organizations to face the impending challenges in the agrarian sector. It is also necessary to establish a basis for the farmer organizations ... and for their members to be accepted as vital groups in planning and implementation of agrarian related development programs at Divisional and District levels ...\[Final Evaluation Report on the Impact of Farmer Conventions, 1999:8\]"

The apparent disorganization of farmers and the need to organize them into farmer organizations was also proclaimed at the start of the MDP\'s conception. References to disorganized farmers and to the need to organize them is cited in the *Mahaweli Master Plan* (the blueprint for the design of the MDP) created through collaborations between the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and government of Sri Lanka. This idea is reiterated in lengthy feasibility and operational studies drafted for the MDP by a Netherlands-based engineering firm called NEDECO (*Samenwerkingsverband van internationaal werkende Nederlandse ingenieursbureaus*).

This apparent need for farmer organizations has been addressed in Sri Lanka through a variety of initiatives. The most notable of these is the *Agrarian Services Act No. 4* of 1991, which requires all farmer organizations to act as institutions with corporate status and with the power to sue or be sued. Based on this piece of major legislation, the MDP set out a constitution outlining the structure according to which farmers must organize and form farmer organizations. It is interesting to note that such legislation can have several consequences. On one hand, creating a constitution for farmers to organize themselves could be viewed as a positive force that may serve to empower farmers in the long run. On the other hand, it can be argued that forming a constitution effectively *limits* how farmers can organize themselves by only considering one type of farmer organization acceptable.

Despite steps taken by the MDP to organize farmers into a coherent body with corporate status, this strategy does not seem to have been effective in the long term. There is little evidence to support the proposition that farmer organizations have had a positive effect in increasing the overall productivity of agricultural systems. Conversely, farmer organizations seem to have had several intensely negative effects on farming communities, as there is some evidence to support the assertion that farmer organizations are merely 'shell organizations' or fronts for political parties. In fact, this seems to be the most prevalent view in the field. According to one farmer:"... The so-called farmer organizations do not work effectively. More often than not, they are just a front for party politics. The politicians in this area just want to make sure that the president of the farmer organization would support their political party. Then, through the president, the politicians try to influence the rest of us \[*the farmers*\]. Very few people even attend the organization meetings. The president or the secretary of the farmer organization doesn\'t even tell us when the water will be released or distribute the cultivation time table in advance; we have to get these from the Mahaweli officers. I ask you, what use is a farmer organization that can\'t circulate a cultivation timetable? ...\[Field notes, 2018\]"

A second objection to the formation of farmer organizations relates to the forces that underpin its structure and design features. This argument states that in trying to create agricultural settlements in Sri Lanka that are commercial in nature, the MDP itself has been modeled after major commercial farming projects undertaken elsewhere in the world (e.g., the 'Tennessee Valley Agricultural Project' in the USA and the 'Murray Darling Agricultural Project' in Australia); therefore, farmers\' organizational structures encouraged by the MDP are *an attempt to simulate commercial conditions* existing in these other countries. In the words of one Irrigation Engineer associated with the inception of the MDP:"... The truth is that the Mahaweli Project is a carbon copy of the design adopted in large-scale commercial farms ... like those found in the Tennessee Valley in the USA owned by a single farmer or company. In order to operate the Tennessee Valley design on the ground, it is necessary to create the same conditions with one farmer or a corporate body in the Mahaweli farms. This is the real reason why the Mahaweli project introduced the canal-based farmer organizations. The planners assumed that the FO would behave as a profit-motivated corporate body and would manage water in that way ... but that did not happen. When their assumption was not materialized on the ground as expected, instead of critically analyzing where things went wrong, innocent farmers became the scapegoat to be *blamed for not organizing to operate the system as expected* ...\[Field notes, 2018: italics added for emphasis\]"

This quote illustrates that the act of creating farmer organizations is underpinned by a different set of unacknowledged motives of a commercial nature. [@bib18] shows that there are two broad types of farmer organizations: *community-based, resource-oriented* organizations and *commodity-based, market-oriented* farmer organizations. The former are often village-level cooperatives that primarily manage inputs needed by members to enhance the productivity of their businesses. The latter conversely specialize in a single commodity and opt for value-added products with expanded markets. They are designated as output-dominated organizations. Given that the MDP focuses on the export market and (as observed previously) limits cultivation variety in preference for a single commodity (paddy), it can be assumed that the creation of *commodity-based, market-oriented* organizations among farmers would be in the state\'s interest. However, I do not assert that creating such market-based farmer organizations presents farmers with negative impacts in comparison to the formation of community-based initiatives (such an assertion extends beyond the scope of the present work). Further, I do not assert that there is always a clear-cut dichotomy between subsistence-style farming and commercial-style farming. Rather, I wish to argue that certain aspects of the commercial agenda do influence the MDP\'s design of farmer organizations (which would represent a political economic shift) and that these factors are systematically excluded from the 'official' narrative.

4.3. Example 3 {#sec4.3}
--------------

The third main reason put forward to explain the underperformance of the MDP through the official narrative concerns the issue of water scarcity. The issue of water scarcity has been closely related to the government\'s recent attempts to improve the functioning of water infrastructure within MDP project areas. According to a document drafted by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) titled *Ending Water Scarcity in Sri Lanka\'s Dry Zone*:"... The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is supporting a major government water resources project in Sri Lanka to divert untapped water from the Mahaweli River. This is the country\'s largest river basin with headwaters in the southern wet zone. The project will feed tanks and reservoirs in the northern dry zone to keep these full year-round, allowing farmers to plant two crops instead of the usual single crop ...\[Working Paper by the Asian Development Bank, 2017\]"

However, this working paper does not quantify or demonstrate whether there has been significant water scarcity within MDP areas relative to previous years or decades. Rather, when we look at statistics on how much water has been issued to farms of system H of the MDP over a decade (2007--2016) we find no decline in the issuing of water (see [Table 1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"} and [Fig. 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, below). Barring certain fluctuations, it appears that system H (the largest agricultural system in the MDP) has received a steady volume of water.Table 1The volume of water issued (in million cubic meters) from the four main water sources in system H of the MDP.Table 1YearThe volume of water issued each year (in million cubic meters)Kalawewa Right BankKalawewa Left BankDambulu Oya ReservoirKandalama Reservoir2007202.869.318.847.72008179.677.517.442.42009188.976.321.736.42010198.777.221.644.32011128.352.314.328.32012212.167.319.542.22013126.640.714.128.22014220.677.619.247.72015186.659.716.138.92016175.377.418.445.6Fig. 3Charting the quantity of water issued from the four main water sources of system H annually (2007--2016).Fig. 3

The above figures obtained from the water secretariat of Sri Lanka contradict the notion of periodic droughts causing a gradual decline in water sent to MDP systems posited by the 'official' narrative. Thus, this finding brings the validity of the drought narrative into question, as it appears that the lack of water cannot explain the underperformance of the MDP\'s farming sector. While I acknowledge that there could be many other variables at play here (such as the variations in farming and cropping intensities), I submit that the quantitative data calls for the drought narrative be subjected to serious scrutiny. On the other hand, alternative narratives found in the field suggest that the problem lies not with the perceived scarcity of water, but rather its inefficient management. The MDP issues a specific amount of water per farm, however when the water is issued through the canal network to reach the farms, the head-end farms (that lie closer to the water issuing point) tend to accumulate more than their fair share of water. This results in the tail-end farms (that lie further away from the water issuing point) receiving less than their fair share of water for cultivation.

Here, I argue that this phenomenon also speaks to deeper issues regarding political-economic resource ownership, in that the MDP\'s water management design provides for the farmers with no incentive to behave collectively with respect to water management. Rather, since water as a resource is owned, controlled and distributed by the MDP, each farmer is individually concerned with obtaining the maximal amounts of water for his or her own field, often at the expense of neighboring farmers. This phenomenon sheds light on how questions of resource control and allocation affect the field of social relations: the shifting of resource ownership to the state enforced by the managers of the MDP has created a more individualistic attitude in farmers in relation to water management, and the perceived lack of water in certain MDP\'s system is a behavioral consequence of this shift rather than a corollary of the drought.

5. Discussion {#sec5}
=============

In this work, we have empirically described a fundamental feature of development projects identified by [@bib10] and [@bib27], namely, that development projects often represent issues that emerge in the course of development in technical terms followed by the formation of a technical solution to said problem. The present work takes this idea further by suggesting that in representing a problem as 'technical,' development agencies (which may include governments, funding bodies, and even nongovernmental organizations) necessarily neglect certain aspects of the problem (e.g., aspects of the political economy) while giving undue weight to relatively nonessential factors (e.g., the attitudes, knowledge and organization of farmers). For the present case I show that problems regarding the MDP (Sri Lanka\'s largest agricultural extension initiative and the cornerstone of all development activities) have been framed within an 'official' narrative that stresses factors related to farmers while undermining broader questions related to program structure and the political economy.

A careful observation of the presented findings shows that all three 'problems' included in the official narrative to account for MDP\'s underperformance (a lack of motivation, knowledge, and organization among farmers and water scarcity) shifts liability away from the project\'s organizational schematic. Strictly speaking, none of these problems point to an inherent weakness in the broader political-economic questions relating to the *structure of the development program itself*. Instead the official narrative simply attempts to produce quasi-explanations that serve to absolve the government and development planners from assuming any responsibility for the failures. [@bib10] describes a similar scenario through his evaluation of a development project in Lesotho. In this case, when the development agency\'s attempts to introduce 'improved livestock management' was not well received by local farmers, this setback (what Ferguson calls the 'Bovine Mystique') was rationalized by development planners through a narrative claiming that local farmers were bound by 'traditional values' that prevented them from entering the market.

Taking an alternative approach, the findings of the present work demonstrate that many of the de facto problems encountered by the MDP relates to the very foundation of the programme itself, and the political-economic paradigm that it rests on. In fact, it can be plausibly argued that many of these problems can be traced back to the way the MDP owns and controls resources, which in turn has influenced the behavior and social relations among the farming communities. The political-economic shifts underlying the transformation of Sri Lanka\'s agricultural practices from a subsistence-based foundation to a more commercially oriented enterprise has contributed more to MDP\'s sub-par performance than any of the explanations incorporated into the technical narrative.

It also stands to reason that the government would not acknowledge that the political-economic factors have played a role in creating the problems encountered by the MDP. As [@bib27] has noted, development projects often rely on the premise of drafting improvements to physical and social landscapes based on 'expert' knowledge. The knowledge and motives of 'experts' are often uncontested and hegemonized. Therefore, when deep-rooted political-economic assumptions that shape this 'expert' knowledge are themselves understood to be the cause of the problem, this may result in a restructuring and overturning of the entire 'expert' knowledge paradigm ([@bib11]; [@bib27]; [@bib28]).

We have seen another example of this in relation to the government\'s claim that farmers do not have sufficient knowledge regarding farming. As the present work shows, it is less true to suggest that farmers lack knowledge than it is to suggest that farmers possess a different kind of knowledge not acknowledged by MDP development planners. However, opening up the knowledge space to accommodate the traditional knowledge systems of farmers would create tension between modern and traditional views of development, essentially creating a *political conflict*. It is only through their refusal to acknowledge the traditional knowledge of farmers as 'real knowledge' and claims that farmers have 'no knowledge' of farming practices that development planners and the government frame the problem as a *technical* problem.

6. Conclusions {#sec6}
==============

As we have discussed in this article the narratives that justify problems of the MDP reiterate a familiar, hegemonic script on various factors that concentrates focus on technical problems and away from questions regarding the project\'s own political-economic foundations. In this context, the present work demonstrates the importance of unpacking 'alternative narratives' that (unlike the 'official narrative') emphasize the role of political-economic factors in causing the MDP\'s underperformance.

The findings of the present study complement the work of [@bib10] and [@bib27]. While the present work draws similar conclusions to the studies conducted by Ferguson and Li in demonstrating that the theoretical framework of 'rendering technical' could be adapted to a broader variety of contexts than would initially seem possible, it also expands on our understanding of *why rendering technical occurs in the first place*. With reference to scenarios drawn from the MDP, the present work argues that technical explanations provided by the state or the development agency serve to systematically move any responsibility of failure away from the development planners to the farmers. Secondly, rendering technical also allows the more pressing political-economic foundations of the MDP\'s development model to go unexamined. Additionally, the present work also encourages new directions for research that will critically examine the design features of development projects and their social ramifications. Most importantly it would be beneficial to obtain a telescopic account of the discourses used by the planners of development projects and of how discourses (or 'language') used by development experts strive to create hegemony.

Finally, a stronger understanding of the specific features and characteristics of the development discourse (e.g., its tendency to 'render technical' political problems and to stress individual factors at the expense of design features) could help practitioners of development in the field. If 'experts' in the field were able to critically reflect on their own knowledge and approach development as one of many potential approaches and acknowledge the diversity of 'knowledge' that may exist on a particular matter, they would be able to create development initiatives that are more sensitive to social dynamics found in the field (see [@bib1]; [@bib6]; [@bib23]; [@bib29]). Through this work I do not endorse the view that either development experts or governments intentionally attempt to misrepresent or mislead the public by intentionally concealing the real crux of a given issue. Instead I contend that processes of 'rendering technical' and 'narrative construction' happen as a result of a broader discourse generated through the standard mindset of development. This is precisely what the present work cautions against: the creation of a 'technical matrix' that is removed from sociopolitical complexities of the field, and one that prevents development planners from being self-critical about questions regarding resource appropriation and allocation. Once development practitioners become aware of this 'technical matrix' and actively strive to break free of constraints that it imposes, they can create real, lasting and durable solutions to the numerous problems that can emerge in the field.
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